I. Regional cooperation in Central and Southeast Europe
The number of cooperation initiatives that have been established in Central and Southeast Europe in the last decade clearly shows the great interest and commitment of the countries in the region to pursue this kind of activities. Although it is true that the majority (if not all) of these initiatives have come from and were heavily supported by the European Union and by other international organizations, the interests of the countries themselves are usually a sufficient reason for getting involved in such activities: first of all, they come to consolidate peace, good neighborly relations and political stability in a region that not so long ago was ravaged by a long and bloody war. Second, on the economic level, they contribute to the development of the infrastructure, the increase of trade and investment flows and to the economic dynamism in general.
However, the countries in Central and Southeast Europe involved in regional cooperation initiatives are mainly driven by the goal of establishing themselves as soon as possible on the European track. The prospect of European integration has been, for Romania and for the other countries in the region, the most powerful motivation for pursuing domestic reform and engaging in regional cooperation initiatives.
Nonetheless, the pace of the reforms was and is considered slow, while expectations were and still are very high. Even though they have been accepted in the club, Romania and Bulgaria, and for that matter all the new member states, have been warned about the areas that proved unsatisfactory. The situation is similar for the countries in Southeast Europe that want to set themselves on the European mainstream.
At the same time, encouraging regional cooperation in Southeast Europe is equally important for the EU: on one hand, regional cooperation is the key for the stability of the region: the growing regional ownership and the mounting sense of responsibility of the countries of the region can only contribute to insuring stability close to home; on the other hand, regional cooperation is also high on the agenda because it is a necessary condition for a sustainable economic recovery and expansion and is therefore pursued both within the region and between the region and its neighbors, EU included; and last, but not least, regional cooperation is considered by the EU as an essential element, as it is clear that the capacity and readiness of an individual country to fully and constructively engage in regional cooperation will be a key indicator of its ability to cope with European obligations and too eventually live in European family.
Brussels has given clear indications that without this level of regional cooperation stipulated by the EU for the region as a whole, but also in the EU's bilateral agreements with individual Balkan states, the goal of EU membership will become even more distant.
Regional cooperation is an important coordinate of the Romanian foreign policy. Romania has actively engaged in a large number of regional cooperation initiatives, both on the political and on the more pragmatic, technical levels. Since the beginning of the negotiations of accession with the European Union, Romania has regarded regional cooperation as a means of consolidating links and creating closer relations on the regional plan in the South-East Europe. Some of the most important are as follows:
The Central European Initiative (CEI) is composed of 18 Member States: Albania, Austria, Belarus, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Bulgaria, Croatia, the Czech Republic, Hungary, Italy, Macedonia, Moldova, Montenegro, Poland, Romania, Serbia, Slovakia, Slovenia and Ukraine.
The CEI was established in 1989 as an intergovernmental forum for political, economic and cultural co-operation among its Member States. Its main aim was to help transition countries in Central Europe come closer to the EU. In the second half of 1990's, the extension of its membership to South-eastern and Eastern Europe refocused its priorities on countries in special need.
The South-East Co-operation Initiative (SECI) was launched immediately after the Dayton agreement, with the objective of stressing regional co-operation in SEE. This initiative was based on concepts concerning the long-term adjustment of countries in the region to the rules that will enable them to become members of the EU. The main objectives of SECI are: the development of the infrastructure of the region, cross-border co-operation, the creation of a better environment for business, the introduction of higher environmental standards, the reduction in customs corruption, the standardization of customs procedures SECI has created numerous groups with specific objectives, including: a group for energy efficiency; a group for gas pipelines; a group for transport infrastructure; a group for the development and standardization of electric power; a group for financial markets; a group for the revival of the Danube; and a group for support of SMEs. But there is no financial support for any of these groups so, although the initiative has been good at mapping the main open questions, it has proceeded almost without any financed actions. The best description of SECI is that it is a programme of self-support with some degree of technical aid from the EU. Despite the lack of financial support, SECI has laid the foundations for regional co-operation.
The South East European Co-operation Process (SEECP) was launched on Bulgaria's initiative in 1996. A special characteristic of SEECP is that it is an original form of co-operation among the countries in the region launched on their own initiative, and not on the initiative of some other international organizations or countries. In that regard, the SEECP seeks to define The main difference in comparison with the other initiatives is the involvement of all the world's political and financial institutions, together with the main political actors and all the regional countries. The Pact's objectives are "strengthening countries in South Eastern Europe in their efforts to foster peace, democracy, respect for human rights and economic prosperity, in order to achieve stability in the whole region." (Cologne, 1999) For the first time, many politicians and experts were involved in creating a solution to the problems of the region. The most important changes are decisions that the reconstruction and economic development of the region can not be achieved without integration into EU structures and the decision that new radical economic change has to be introduced quickly. It is recognized that the region, for a number of reasons, can not attract foreign direct investment.
The numerous initiatives show consistent interest in the region. It is also clear that these initiatives have become more complex and have now gained financial support.
II. Corruption in Central and Eastern Europe
Partly due to their own efforts, partly due to the pressure and at the same time the support of the international community, the countries of Central and Eastern European (CEE) have made impressive progress towards establishing democracy, the rule of law and a market economy.
However, one of the problems that are still persistent in the region is the high level of corruption. There are, of course, a lot of reasons for this situation, among which maybe the most important ones could be even the extensive process of privatization of their economies, the severe reforms that they had to undertake. These tasks are inherently highly vulnerable to corruption and this problem will take a long time a lot of efforts to deal with, particularly in a region with a most unfortunate inheritance of the Communist regime.
As part of the EU accession process, the Commission has given a great importance to this aspect, stressing it in the ''Copenhagen criteria'' (the political and economic criteria, and ability to take on the obligations of membership -acquis communautaire). Corruption has consistently been one of the European Union's major concerns since the beginning of the negotiations with the 10 + 2 now member states and it made frequent reference to problems of corruption.
The EU's concerns with corruption are understandable, given that corruption can (directly or indirectly) impact on the implementation of the acquis communautaire, on the smooth functioning of the single market, and on the quality of democratic institutions and core democratic values the Union seeks to represent.
However, the efforts of the EU authorities in imposing certain measures were sometimes hampered by the lack of a proper strategy inside of the Union. More than once, we can say that the Bruxelles authorities had to adapt along the way, that the Union is itself learning from each experience with the candidate countries. At present, the European Community support for fighting against corruption has become more "coherent", so, in that respect, the new candidate countries will have to fulfill more strict criteria but will also have more coordinated support and guidelines from the EU. In a way, we may say that the European Union is "learning" from each wave of enlargement, and the fight against corruption is moving higher and higher on the Relating back to the economic criteria for membership, among of the most problematic 14 factors for doing business in the SEE countries, corruption runs second (see Table 1 ). Corruption, in all its forms, from the highest level to petty bribery, is a common reality in developing countries, and certainly a cause for concern. It hampers the development process, The most common form off corruption is undoubtedly, bribery, although corruption is present in many other forms, from embezzlement to extortion, from favoritism and nepotism to creating and exploiting conflict of interests etc.
According to the 2006 Transparency International Corruption Perceptions Index, which defines corruption as the abuse of public office for private gain and measures the degree to which corruption is perceived to exist among a country's public officials and politicians, the countries in the southeast Europe have relatively high levels of corruption. Among these countries, Bulgaria and Croatia are the best performers, followed by Moldova and Romania. In Romania, the most frequently signaled acts of corruption are abuse (25%), traffic of influence (23%), bribery (22%), conflicts of interest and incompatibilities (12%). The most corrupt areas of the public system are: the judicial system (31%), local administration (26%), public administrations at county level (20%). The most corrupt employees from the public sector or related to the public sector are those elected or appointed (27%) on political criteria (mainly mayors), magistrates (25%), public servants (19%), policemen (12%) 1 .
It is no wander then that, in the last few years, the fight against corruption was placed high on the political agenda of all the governments in southeast Europe. Mainly due to the pressures from the European Union, they intensified the efforts in meeting international standards and adopted anticorruption programs. Almost all have chosen a multi-disciplinary approach and developed the so called "omnibus programs". According to the EBRD, these programs generally entail some The development of these anticorruption programs was to a much extent the result of the various cooperation initiatives that have been established in the region -hence the similarity of the approach. The regional cooperation activities have provided an opportunity to exchange not only best, but also "worst practices" (which are equally important) contributing to the learning experience that the countries in southeastern Europe need.
Romania is actively involved in a number of initiatives for fighting corruption, among which we can mention: There are four strategic areas for the ACN activities, including • rule of law and legal instruments;
The Anti-Corruption Network for Transition Economies (ACN)
• good governance;
• civil society participation;
• regional networking. So far, the work of the Stability Pact Anti-Corruption Initiative under the first pillar of action has been concluded in the adoption / ratification of the most important international legal instruments by the majority of the SPAI member countries (as presented in Table 3 ). Legislation aimed at preventing corruption is becoming increasingly important in the other SPAI countries as well; specific laws have been introduced in areas as: conflict of interest, personal asset declarations, public procurement and access to information. In addition, important provisions to prevent corruption were integrated in general civil service and public administration legislation.
ACN includes countries in
In terms of substantive legislation to counter corruption, the situation is similar in most countries, in the sense that "it is impressive in range and volume", but, as the last SPAI report notes, "more important now is the translation of that commitment to tangible change through implementation and enforcement of these laws. Failure to do so over the medium term will be highly detrimental to efforts to combat corruption and may also have a deleterious effect on the reputation of donors associated with the drafting and passing of legislation and establishing structures. Countries need to develop new ideas on how to boost the implementation and follow this up with regular monitoring". This is however a common situation for all transition countries, and there are a lot of reasons, from lack of political will to lack of experience, expertise and financial support. We must remember that the fight against corruption is very time consuming and results are unlikely to show in the near future.
The involvement of civil society and in particular of the business community in preventing corruption is perhaps one of the least developed policy areas in the SPAI framework. However, there has been a series of major campaigns dedicated at raising awareness, and a lot of efforts are being dedicated to identifying new ways of motivating and involving the civil society.
In Romania the Stability Pact Anti-Corruption Initiative has collaborated mainly with the public administration, with which is closely tied.
III. Romania's Progress in fighting corruption and the way ahead
As for the other countries in the region, a major motivating factor for Romanian reforms in the area of anti-corruption has been the prospect to join the EU. Despite the fact that that the reform In reviewing progress by Romania the EU has again recently stressed the need for Romania to make progress on the issue of corruption, noting that: "Corruption in Romania continues to be serious and widespread. Romania's anti-corruption legislation is generally well developed, but its ability to curb corruption will depend on the effective implementation of the law. In particular additional efforts are required to ensure the independence, effectiveness and accountability of the National Anti-corruption Prosecution Office. It should concentrate its resources on investigating high level corruption." In this respect, a recent setback has been the initiative regarding the establishment of the National Integrity Agency, which did not receive the desired or expected attention and support from the political class and was a major cause of domestic disagreement and external embarrassment.
The fight against corruption has greatly intensified in the last two years. However, it is too soon for the results to show, other than occasional "small victories" and improvements in specific areas. The levels of perception remain high, as Romania is still at the top of EU-27. The way ahead, in the context of accession into the European Union, is to continue the efforts for the implementation of the strategies, plans and measures that have been adopted so far.
Romania will, at the same time, promote the interests of the region within the EU and also push the countries of the region forward concerning regional cooperation in matters like fighting organized crime, democracy, the rule of law and corruption.
